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delay to fine tune the amount of delay required between the sample and
the other instruments.

If you are recording digital. Most digital tape recorders won’t record back-
wards, unfortunately. There are only two solutions in this case. One is to
delay all the other instrumental tracks (except your trigger tracks) by the
number of milliseconds you need to achieve. If you have a 16-track digital
recording for example, and you want to use the snare track to trigger a
sampler, you’ll need to add 5 ms or so of delay to every track, perhaps
by bouncing them to another recorder, or by offsetting them on a hard
disk-based recording system.

If you are using certain digital recorders with built-in memory, you’re
in luck and can use the second solution. The TASCAM DA-88, for exam-
ple, will let you advance tracks up to 200 samples (4.5 msec at 44.1 kHz)
digitally, since there’s that much system delay built in. Other makes and
models of digital recorders may have even more memory and hence more
offsetting capabilities.

2 Guitars
2.1 Recording Electric Guitar Direct to Amplify Later

If you think you might want to modify the guitar tone later, record a
track of the guitar direct. (“Direct” is the term used to describe when
the guitar is plugged directly into the recording equipment without going
through an guitar amplifier. “Cabinet,” short for “speaker cabinet,” is
the complementary term refers to recording a guitar using the cabinet
that is either part of, or connected to, a guitar amplifier.) Then, you can
play back that track through a guitar amplifier later and experiment with
different sounds.

2.2 Recording Faux 12-String Guitar (If You Don’t Have
a 12-String Guitar that Stays in Tune)

This is a famous old trick, also called “Nashville Tuning,” developed be-
cause many 12-string guitars are difficult to keep in tune. The guitarist
first records her part on a normal six string. Then, she strings up a six
string guitar using only the upper set of strings from a 12-string set and
plays the part a second time. The slight time changes between the two
performances will thicken the sound of the performance (if they are not
too far off) and the sound of a 12-string is created from two six-string
guitars. Another way to achieve this is to use a pitch changer set to an
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octave above the original tuning, send the guitar signal through it, then
print it to another track. There will be the aforementioned 5 ms delay,

which can be corrected as above.

3 Track Management

Few people ever have enough tracks. A larger number of tracks offers
increased flexibility for how you want to process and mix the instruments.
If we had an unlimited number of tracks, we might record a typical rock

band like this:
Track #
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Instrument

Kick close

Kick piezo

Snare top

Snare bottom

Snare vent, drums

High hat

Tom tom #1

Tom tom #2

Tom tom #3

Tom tom #4

Floor tom

Cymbals overhead left

Cymbeals overhead right

Room, ambient left

Room, ambient right

Re-recorded, 5 ms advanced kick trigger
Triggered Kick sound #1 from Sampler
Triggered Kick sound #2 from Sampler
Triggered Snare sound #1 from Sampler
Triggered Snare sound #2 from Sampler
Bass guitar cabinet

Bass guitar direct

Electric guitars I, top cabinet

Electric guitar 1, bottom cabinet
Electric guitar I, room mic

Electric guitar I, direct

Electric guitars II, top cabinet

Electric guitar II, bottom cabinet
Electric guitar II, room mic
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26 Electric guitar II, direct

27-36 Lead Vocal Tracks, passes 1-10

3r Composite Vocal (see section below)

38-47 Guitar solo tracks, passes 1-10

48 Composite Guitar solo

49-50 Background vocals, stereo

51-52 Background vocals, stereo, pass 2 for thickening
53-54 Stereo percussion

If your track needs an orchestra, horns, pedal steel guitar, or other
instruments, you could easily eat up more than another dozen tracks. If
the tracks are available, and you don’t mind keeping track of all this stuff,
and your console is big enough, this is a great luxury. In practice, most
people are limited to 8, 16, 24, or 48 simultaneously available tracks, and
then combining is required (or what they call in Britain a “reduction”).
Looking over this track sheet, you might decide that you are willing to
commit yourself early on to the balance you have in your drums among
tracks 7-13, reducing them to a single stereo track. Whenever possible,
keep your snare and kick sound separate for as long as possible because at
the final mix down, you may decide you need to change specific aspects of
those sounds, such as the eq on the kick or the reverb on the snare. But
you could combine the different components of your kick and snare sound
at an early stage, bringing together Tracks 1, 2, 17, and 18 to make a single
kick track, for example. When recording on 8-track, I typically have had
to make the unfortunate and flexibility-limiting choice of reducing all the
drums to a single stereo track pair, meaning that I need to commit the
eq and reverbs to the drums and record these effects long before, the final
mix. If I can spare one more track for a MIDI or SMPTE time code pulse
(or FSK in the old days) I can still trigger a new snare or kick sound in
real time during mixdown (subject to the annoying 1 ms MIDI delay),
and can also add keyboard, synth, and other sequencer lines later.

A more parsimonious track sheet, after reductions (that might have
been done during initial recording or at a subsequent reduction session),
might look like this:

Track # Instrument

1 Kick (I'll hope that if I need a triggered prere-
corded supplement /replacement I can do it later
in real time)

2 Snare (Same caveats as apply tp the kick drum)

Drum Overhead left

4 Drum Overhead right

w
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5 Bass Direct (I can run it out to an amp later,
during the mix, in real time, if I want)

6 Electric guitar I

7 Electric guitar II

8-9 “Scratch” area for recording lead vocal and guitar
solo attempts, can be erased later and used for
stereo background vocals

10 Composite Vocal
11 Composite Lead Guitar
12-13 Stereo string pads/orchestra (I'll use EQ to pull

out particular instruments later if I change my
mind about how they are mixed)

14-15 Stereo piano

16 MIDI, SMPTE, time code, etc.

4  Thickening Background Vocals Using Varispeed

To get lush, thick background vocals, have your background vocalists
sing the part two or three additional times with the tape recorder set at
a slightly different speed (up to 5% fast and/or slow). They will have to
sing in a different key to accommodate this, which will change their vocal
timbres slightly, and when the tape recorder is played back at normal
speed, the formant shift will add to the illusion that you had more singers
than you actually did.

5 Making Instruments Sound Huge

With modern recording, we can create sonic impressions that would be
impossible to hear in real life, making instruments sound larger than they
really are.

5.1 Stereo Panning

Place one microphone on the neck of an acoustic guitar, the other near
the sound hole, record them on separate tracks, and at mixdown, pan
one track “hard left” and the other “hard right.” The guitar will now
take up the entire soundfield. On speakers, the guitar will sound as large
as the distance between the speakers. In a living room, for example,
with speakers 8 feet apart, the guitar will seem to be 8 feet wide! In
headphones, it will sound like your head is actually inside the guitar.
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George Massenburg did a beautiful job of this on Lyle Lovett’s Joshua
Judges Ruth album, on the song “I've Been to Memphis”. Massenburg
recorded the piano in stereo, then “split pan” the two mics as I described,
creating the illusion of an enormous piano.

5.2 Compression

Compression reduces the dynamic range of a performance, making it take
up less sonic space. Paradoxically, this can make an instrument sound
larger than it is. No one knows for sure why this is so, but I believe it
is because of the psychoacoustic phenomenon that our ears are natural,
biological compressors. The ear compresses very loud sounds and our
brains have learned through millions of years of evolution that compressed
sounds are very loud ones. To create an illusion of size in a recording,
compress an instrument, and then you can actually reduce its relative
volume in the mix (making room for other instruments). The classic way
this is employed is to compress a distorted electric guitar and turn it down
in the mix. .

5.3 Small Speakers

Using extremely close-miked small speakers, such as a 4- or 8-inch speaker
in a closed-back cabinet tends to make guitars sound bigger. A number of
great heavy metal sounding guitars have been recorded this way, including
tracks by AC/DC.

6 Conclusions

This was a whistle-stop tour through some time-saving tricks for recording
instruments and voices. Just as some of the best musical ideas come
from experimenting, so too did many of these tricks arise by recording
engineers breaking rules and experimenting with equipment and sound.
Engineering can be creative too! To paraphrase a hedonistic mantra of
the 1970s, “If it sounds good, do it!” Let your ears be the judge. An
additional source of tips and tricks is the internet -- user groups and
discussion boards are good places to exchange new ideas. In addition, Mix
Magazine, EQ Magazine and other insider trade publications regularly
interview producers and engineers who describe some of their latest audio
discoveries and how they created new and innovative sounds. Klepko’s
“Understanding Microphones” (page 115) is a good source for additional
information on recording instruments and voices.



